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Abstract  
Toni Morrison is a Nobel Prize laureate in 1993 and Pulitzer Prize-winning 
American author in 1988. As a writer, editor, social commentator, literary critic and 
professor, she has been widely acknowledged as one of the most prolific, prominent 
and successful Afro-American woman writer in the 20th century. Her novels are 
known for their creative techniques, epic themes, vivid dialogue, and richly detailed 
black characters. Her widely acclaimed fifth novel, Beloved since first being 
published in 1987, has won critics’ great attention. The sophisticated narrative 
techniques and compelling subjects of the novel have been analyzed and interpreted 
from a wide range of approaches like feminism, psychoanalysis, new historicism, post 
colonialism and so on. This thesis aims to have a detailed analysis of postmodern 
narrative techniques Morrison has used in Beloved.  
Postmodernism came to American approximately in the 1960s under certain 
social conditions where conflicts between tradition and innovation were anticipated. 
This was reflected in literature in the way that many writers during the time were 
pursuing new ways of writing techniques. Fragmentation, an open ending, the 
abolition of high culture and mass-culture, blurred genres, as well as indeterminacy, 
have been widely considered as the common features of postmodernism. As one of 
these writers who want to break through the traditional ways of writing and establish a 
means of their own, Toni Morrison has attained great influence from painters in such a 
way that she intends her novel to be read like piecing together images of pictures. 
Thus fragmentation has been widely used to contribute to the unique narrative 
techniques of Beloved. As an Afro-American writer, Morrison favors jazz, the teller of 
the African American culture and history, as one of the main narrative techniques in 
the novel. The characteristics of jazz provide Morrison with many innovative 
narrative techniques. Besides, Morrison often applies indeterminacy to the novel 
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typical of postmodern narrative methods, contribute to the richness of the novel and 
the participation of readers. 
Trying to explore the postmodern narrative techniques Morrison used in Beloved, 
this thesis tends to advance the discussion in these consecutive chapters: Introduction 
reviews the relationship between postmodernist literature and Beloved, summarizes a 
brief criticism of Beloved, and gives a general introduction to Morrison. Chapter One 
deals with a very important postmodern technique, fragmentation, in Beloved. 
Through the analysis of non-linear narrative, collage and non-coherent plot, the 
author’s innovative techniques to construct the structure, to captivate readers and to 
enrich the contents have been unfolded. Chapter Two focuses on the elements of jazz 
displayed in Beloved. Just as Morrison wants her novel to be read in the way people 
listen to music, this chapter firstly, from the structure level, analyzes the 
characteristics of jazz in the novel, such as the use of  improvisation, call and 
response, repetition, jam session and open ending. Secondly, from the language level, 
the repetition of words, the repeated use of the participle “ing”, alliteration, catalogs 
of nouns, verbs, or even complete sentences and parallelism, all of these have been 
used to create the musical effects in Beloved. Chapter Three explores another 
important feature of postmodern narrative, the blurred genres in the novel. Beloved 
impresses readers with its hybridity of different genres—part historical story, part 
grotesque story and part romance story. Through this technique, Beloved succeeds in 
recounting the past and let the unspeakable spoken in a manner in which it can be 
digested, and in a manner in which the memory is not destructive. Chapter Four shifts 
to the discussion of indeterminacy, another important postmodern narrative technique 
in the novel. Through the analysis of the indeterminacy of structure, the characters 
and the objects like numbers, colors, plants and flowers, the novel is endowed with 
various interpretations. Conclusion summarizes the postmodern narrative techniques 
Morrison used in Beloved and the appeal of Beloved. 
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Postmodernism is a fashionable but elusive concept employed across a vast 
range of artistic, intellectual and aesthetic fields including literature, art, music, 
photography, drawing, philosophy, geography, architecture and so on. Postmodernism 
came into American social life approximately in the 1960s. According to The Norton 
Anthology of American Literature, the passage from the 1950s to the 1960s marks the 
great watershed of the postwar half century. “Conflicts between conformity and 
individuality, tradition and innovation, stability and disruption were announced and 
anticipated even before they effectively influenced history and culture” (Baym 1955). 
People lost confidence in political authority, and a crisis of belief prevailed. On the 
other hand, the booming of science and technology rapidly changed every aspect of 
human life. While recognizing the great benefits of highly developed medicine, 
nuclear energy, means of transportation, telecommunication and mass media, people 
also became aware of the danger to the ecosystem from over development and 
pollution. All these feelings were reflected in literature, especially in fiction. 
 “A great deal of postmodernist fictions published in the 1960s were searching 
for new contents and anti-modern techniques” (Zhan 2004). As representatives of this 
literature era, John Barth in his Lost in the Funhouse: Fiction for Print, Tape, Live 
Voice (1988) plays with various notions of voice. In Catch-22 (1961), Joseph Heller 
uses the technique of Black Humor to replay the World WarⅡin fantastic terms. Kurt 
Vonnegut uses the techniques of fantasy and black humor in his Slaughterhouse Five 
(1972). William Burroughs pictures drug-induced nightmares in Naked Lunch (1991) 
and explores science fiction in The Soft Machine (1961). Fredric Jameson has pointed 
out that, “all the great modernists invented modernism in their own fashion. It is 
likewise clear that no one postmodernist can give us postmodernism, since the system 
involves a whole range of things” (Jameson 27). Still, many critics have made efforts 















of the characteristics of postmodernist fiction, and some of them are quoted: 
1. Narrative fragmentation and narrative reflexivity; 
2. An open-ended play with formal devices and narrative artifices, in            
which narratives self-consciously alludes to its own artifice, thus 
challenging some of the presumptions of literary realism. 
3. An abolition of the cultural divide between high and popular forms of 
culture, embracing all in a mélange; 
4. The displacement of the real by simulacra, such that the original is always 
already linguistically constructed. (Woods 65-66) 
Missy Dehn Kubitschek in his book Toni Morrison: A Critical Companion has 
stated that “As a self-aware American writer, Morrison has used themes and 
techniques from two earlier major movements in twentieth-century literature— 
modernism and postmodernism” (Kubitschek 17). This statement illustrates the 
connections between postmodernism and Toni Morrison’s novels. Philip Page has 
mentioned: “A tenet of postmodern theory is that, since reality depends on the 
perceiver, multiple perspectives constitute a more valid form of representation than 
does a single perspective” (Page 31). While the widely use of multiple perspective 
narrative form in Morrison’s Beloved proves that the novel is of postmodernist 
narrative characteristics. Moreover, Rafael Perez-Torres, in Knitting and Knotting the 
Narrative Thread—Beloved as Postmodern Novel, argues that “It intertwines the 
mythic, folkloric and poetic threads of an oral literature with the rhetorical and 
discursive trajectories of a postmodern literary landscape” (Perez-Torres 129). 
Besides, in Between Presence and Absence: Beloved, Postmodernism, and Blackness 
he says: 
At a very basic level, Beloved makes evident its engagement with 
postmodernism through the aesthetic play of the novel. Throughout the 
narrative, Beloved reveals a concern with linguistic expression: the 
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